The surprising fact about the origins of coined money is that they occurred not in one of the great empires of Mesopotamia or Egypt, with their monarchical structures and their unparalleled political and economic dominance, but in relatively small city-states without any firmly centralized political power. As is well known, in these so-called poleis there were neither firmly established rulers nor powerful priests who might have organized centralized economic structures, but a changing number of competing aristocratic families and an increas ingly self-confident middle class, the members of which seem to have been concerned mainly with the micro-economic issues of their
The typical form of economy in the first phase of polis culture, through the ninth to seventh centuries bc, was exchange trade and gift.5 There existed some general value units, like cattle or bronze tripods, and some pre-monetary means of pay, like iron spits (obeloi) or silver bullion,6 but their adoption must .have been difficult in differ entiated mercantile activities: they cannot have helped much more than to supplement and rationalize the prevailing practice of exchange. A crucial precondition in economic exchange was the basic incompat ibility of commodities and services: a fisherman who needs a boat acquires at one moment a precious object for which he can pay only later, and only in small quantities, with his daily yield of fish. In this sense, exchange trade is fundamentally asymmetrical, with short-term services on the one side and long-term obligations on the other. As a consequence, it is based strongly on personal reliability and mutual trust.
A specific form of economic exchange, typical of this phase, was gift and counter-gift. Gifts were given, and answered by counter-gifts, among the dominant chiefs as the basic symbols of long-term relations. This practice, too, was not based on one-to-one equivalence, but was 115 embedded in a comprehensive social system of dominance and depend ence, in which the folks provided their lord with supplies and commod ities, while the lord offered protection and justice to his followers. Exchange On principle, the relationship of long-term exchange and mutual support was also the basis of the interrelation between gods and mortal men. Here, too, the gifts of men, veneration through rituals and sacri fices, and those of the gods, such as welfare, richness, and success, did not result from one-to-one negotiations; the traditional principle of "do ut des" was no trade transaction of goods, but was a reciprocal estab lishment of long-term confidence and support.
A second phase of the archaic Greek polis, beginning in the decades around 600 bc, was marked by an increasing consolidation of the entire body of citizens, in which the prosperous middle classes played an essential role. The main concern was to integrate the mighty aristocratic leaders politically and mentally into the citizens' community, through efficient legislation based on reflection on the ethical and religious foundations of the polis. The effect was a considerable increase in civic coherence. It was in this period that the exigencies of economy within the community as well as the collective tasks of the citizen-body became more and more complex. However designed for the consolidated civic communities of this period, and they served public purposes which afforded additional financing by the polis: in particular, the great religious festivals with athletic and musical competitions, sacrifices, public meals and banquets which, besides the irregular efforts of building projects, constituted a high regular burden.
For all such projects, storage of financial resources and continuous payment to large numbers of workmen was necessary. In this regard, the traditional exchange economy did not constitute a sufficient basis; minted coinage was much better suited to fulfill these needs.
Precise chronological correspondence between the origins of coinage and urban monumentalization in stone is difficult to prove. Firstly Compared with pre-monetary objects of value, like tripods or spits, not to speak of cattle, coined money had several advantages. It consisted of precious metal, rarely gold, mostly silver, both of which had hitherto been an exclusive exchange property of the elite: this must have granted a certain confidence in the new currency. But unlike pieces of metal, which were necessarily of uncertain weight and purity and had to be controlled in every transaction, coins were given a standardized form and a conventional value. This change from intrinsic to socially con ferred values was the decisive phenomenon in the genesis of money.
The value of coins lay somewhat above bullion value, which means that it was fixed by convention.21 This was on the one hand an advan tage, since it prevented coins from being converted into bullion. On the other hand, however, this must have created problems, since for their reduced metal value their recognition was at risk: therefore, the convention of coins' value had to be guaranteed by some "public" authority. If certain goods or labors were to be paid with coins, this presupposes a market, accessible to everybody, where the acceptance of coins was granted and where coined money could be converted into commodities for everyday life. How was collective confidence to be achieved in a value which so evidently was based on pure convention? The crucial point in this cannot have been the purity and the weight of the metal, since this was difficult to control (and moreover would have made the grant useless), but the certainty that the coin would be taken back by the issuing authority. Here again, the institutional weakness of Greek city-states turned out to be a strength. In the absence of strong central powers like monarchies or mighty priesthoods, there was no independent authority which could grant the value of coinage to the community of its users -except the community itself. It is the commun ity of citizens that assures itself and others of the validity of its coins, by images and inscription, typically in the genitive plural: e.g. (coin) "of the Syracusians". Paradoxically, this is precisely where the force of the whole concept seems to lie: since it was the same community that on the one hand fixed and on the other hand acknowledged and accepted the coinages' value, this was a highly stable system.
In this sense, the introduction of coinage, first of all, served civic communities to accomplish their communitarian enterprises and to facilitate their economic communication, in particular within their own realm, but also beyond in economically dynamic city-states. It was the result of a far-reaching process of depersonalization and decen tralization, by which all participants of economic transactions were freed from hierarchically imposed authorities and long-term depend encies, through which they became equal partners, acting in immediate independent exchange. The trustworthiness of this system was based on a high degree of social coherence and reciprocity, insofar as coined money was an important step towards and a firm element of an egali tarian civic society.
Roots of this kind of community sense have been convincingly seen in sacrificial rituals.22 Sacrificial meals at the great polis festivals were occasions of egalitarian division of meat among all citizens, who con stituted the polis' central sacrificial community. Such sacrifices had to be paid for by the community, with equal contributions, which then were converted into equal distributions. For that purpose, too, a currency of equal units was very useful. That the origins of money are indeed Seaford, Money and the Early Greek Mind, 48-67. 22 connected with the sphere of sacrifice becomes clear from the name of the most common coin, obolos, originally meaning the spit used for sacrificial meat consumption. Indeed, the great political reformer and poet Solon, who fixed the sacrificial calendar of his mother-city Athens, also determined prices of victims for public sacrifices. Thus, sacrifice seems to have been "an early agent of monetization".23 From these origins, temples became the main places for storage of a city's treasures. An impressive inscription from the temple of Artemis at Ephesos records silver and gold coming from various sources: "from the polis", "from the wood", "from here", "from the naval", "from the salt", etc.24 Thus, temples became places of egalitarian, communal distribution for religious, political and other communitarian purposes. Even more, and to an amazing degree, the fully developed democracy of classical Athens was based on money: law courts in which thousands of members were involved every day, citizens' assemblies which gath ered on average every ninth day, and many other institutions were paid in order to make participation possible for all citizens.
In this sense, Plato and Aristotle consider trade and money funda ments of communitarian life. Money makes things commensurable and thus promotes exchange and community, koinonia.25 This community, at least in its first phases, above all was the com munity of the individual polis citizens. As we saw, coins were first primarily designed and used for payment and exchange within the issuing state's territory. This was enhanced by the fact that many cities used their own weight standards, which must have considerably impeded conversion. On the other hand, this fact must have led to the result that the citizens considered "their" coinage as their own property. It was their collective good, and it was their own responsibility that granted this good's reliability and stability. In fact -if we don't ask for specific intentions but for general implications -coinage could become a sign of the city's self-assertion and a symbol of its identity. Not Whereas the traditional exchange of goods and gifts had been a specific act, confined to specific occasions, effectuated through specific objects with specific symbolic meanings for specific purposes, particu larly for creating personal bonds and relations between the donor and the receiver of the object, money more-or-less excluded such symbolic values. Exchange on the basis of money was universal: money had no special purpose, it could be applied to all things, to all subjects, in all contexts. Consciously Fourth: A decisive new step consisted in extrapolating this value from the objects into a medium of its own. Whereas formerly value was inherent in valuable objects, now it became an autonomous system. This does not mean to deny preliminary stages of this development, e.g. silver bullion or spits used as currency; but it was only in the form of coined money that "value" became a system with its own, self-regulating rules. In principle, this has not changed even in the present development towards a moneyless credit economy where mere numbers like the Dax or the Dow Jones have taken over the function of an autonomous value system. Anyway, this is the precondition under which money could be valued as an autonomous factor of social development and social crisis.
Without any doubt, the introduction of coinage was a great intellec tual and cultural achievement. As we have seen, a similar kind of rational thinking underlies the design of newly founded cities and their territories. Moreover, as has been acutely observed, pre-Socratic philosophy, with its reduction of the multiplicity of existing things to a unique principle, like water, corresponds closely with the abstract con cept underlying the monetization of early Greek economy.28
Homogenization of persons and objects, universality and pervasive ness of coins and money: these were achievements that could be con ceived, and were in fact evaluated, as progress towards social equality, justice, and free communication. However, as we shall see, the same phenomena also became the goals of sharp criticism.
An unconscious consequence of this development was the fact that the exchange of goods among men became fundamentally different from the exchange of reciprocal support between men and gods. Whereas the religious relationship of mortal men to their gods remained a long-term connection based on the principle of gift exchange, vener ation and benevolence, the market of money-based trade and short term exchange obeyed totally different rules which essentially belonged to the human world. It is true that some Greek sanctuaries, with their accumulating wealth, adopted functions of banking on a monetary basis; but these economic activities were a game with different rules than the religious interactions between men and gods through tradi tional votive-offerings.
Images
A specific quality of coins, which in antiquity was exploited even more than today, resulted from the combination of two of its features.
First: Coins were authorized by political units, states or rulers; they embodied their authorities, in a sense. This becomes particularly obvious in the marks of authentication they are distinguished by. The authority that issued money as today, made itself "present" on its coins, by inscriptions and images. Such images are highly interesting testimo nies of how ancient cities and states aimed to present themselves within their own realms as well as towards the external world. These are images of political identity.
Second: Coins were an official medium with the widest diffusion conceivable. The routes of internal exchange and external trade became routes of coins, and by implication, routes of presence of those states by which these coins had been issued. In a world without mass media, coins were a uniquely ubiquitous means of official self-presentation through images.
The choice of a motif of "identity" implied two perspectives: towards the interior and towards the exterior. Regarding the home city, a motif had to be found that was acknowledged by the whole community; regarding the surrounding world, this motif had to define the home city in relation to other cities, either by distinction or by assimilation.
Archaic and classical Greek city-states
The first phase of Greek coin issuing was shaped by the competitive situation within and among the countless larger and smaller city-states. Images, being the most conspicuous features of coins, were used on the one hand in order to visualize an individual polis identity, and on the other to signal distinction as well as interconnections among various city-states.
Most cities relied on gods to whom they reserved the obverse side of their coins, while the reverse side was often decorated by some other characteristic motif, symbol, or other. On principle, this must have been intended to put the city's money under divine protection. How these decisions were taken can only be guessed at. In Athens the choice of the city's name-goddess Athena on the obverse and of the goddess's owl on the reverse was probably uncontroversial. Normally, however, Greek cities had not one major "city-god(dess)" but many gods and goddesses of public importance; therefore they had to decide to which god they were to entrust their money. In Syracuse, for example, Apollo and Athena had old temples in the city centre; for what reason the local nymph-goddess Arethusa was chosen to adorn the city's lavish coins -perhaps as a compromise between different groups -is a matter of pure speculation. Other cities had symbols of their wealth on their coins: thus, Sybaris issued with a bull and Metapontion with a corn-ear, documenting agricultural richness, while Kroton had a tripod, perhaps indicating access to mineral resources and metal industry.30 But again, we will never know how much these motifs were contested by groups other than the rich landowners or metal merchants.
Besides Scholars like to speak of this practice as "propaganda" -which, however, implies some misleading connotations. The images as such are in part not very clear, difficult to understand, and therefore lacking the self-explaining evidence and convincing power that is to be expected from "propaganda". And regarding the users of money, one may doubt whether they normally studied coin images with such intensity that they might be influenced by them in their political positions. More adequate are the notions of "self-assertion" and "claim". Impressing one's own figurative motif and script on the public medium of coinage means to occupy this medium for a symbol of one's own person and thus impos ing one's own claims by forcing the community to acknowledge this art history, political science, and semiotics: a theory which would have to consider on the one hand the extraordinarily complex imagery of the emperor's and the state's polit ical presence in this medium, and on the other hand the normal situa tions of low attention in this medium's use -but always keeping in mind that it must have been an efficient medium, as is testified by its endur ance through the centuries. 133 The consequences of coined money in ancient judgments Ancient authors, critical authorities, as well as low-level observers and participants in economic life, were well aware of the great changes, in part revolutionary in part structural and processual, that were implied by the introduction of money: with consequences that not only con cerned the economy, but in many respects deeply affected social, cultural, and even religious life, attitudes, and mentality.
Homer, the great representative poet of "heroic" values in a world of the emerging polis, marginalized the world of trade although this was one of the seminal factors of his time. Nevertheless, his hero, Achilleus, defends, in a symptomatic way, the values of his "self", his "psyche", against the tempting offers of wealth: when Agamemnon takes away his maiden who had been given to him as a reward for his bravery in battle and who thus was the sign of his time, his social excellence, he resisted all compensation, saying that no wealth could ever have so much value as his psyche, his personal "self".36
